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Foreword

The privilege of commanding an Air Force squadron, despite its
heavy responsibilities and unrelenting challenges, represents for
many Air Force officers the high point of their careers. It is service
as a squadron commander that accords true command authority for
the first time. The authority, used consistently and wisely, provides a
foundation for command. As with the officer’s commission itself,
command duthority is granted to those who have earned it, both by
performance and a revealed capacity for the demands of total respon-
sibility. But once granted, it must be revalidated every day. So as
you assume squadron command, bringing your years of experience
and proven record to join with this new authority, you still might
need a little practical help to succeed with the tasks of command.

This book offers such help. As a squadron commander, your
duties and responsibilities will change your life. You will immerse
yourself totally in the business of your squadron, the problems of its
people, and the challenges of its mission. Nowhere else, at no other
level of command, do those three elements blend so intimately, and
at no other level is the misston so directly achieved. Here is where
hydraulic fluid spills, where operations succeed or fail, where unit
leadership is paramount, where the commander becomes very visible
to senior Air Force leaders—who depend upon each commander to
achieve his or her part of the mission and judge each accordingly.

Commanding an Air Force Squadron brings unique and welcome
material to a subject other books have addressed. It is rich in practi-
cal, useful, down-to-earth advice from officers who have recently
experienced squadron command. The author does not quote regula-
tions, parrot doctrine, or paraphrase the abstractions that lace the
pages of so many books about leadership. Nor does he puff through-
out the manuscript about how ke did it. Rather, he presents a digest
of practical wisdom based on real-world experience drawn from the
reflections of many former commanders from many different types
of units. He addresses all Air Force squadron commanders, rated



and nonrated, in all sorts of missions worldwide.

Colonel Timmons provides a useful tip or a shared experience for
every commander and (very important) for every officer about to
assume command. Witness, for example, how he begins—with a
chapter about how to take command. In that chapter, you’ll read
about what to do, what not to do, and what to expect of others during
that vital transition. It is a chapter that should be required reading for
any officer selected for squadron command. Throughout the book,
Colone] Timmons provides “Proverbs for Command,” collections of
capsule wisdom—what some might call “one-liners with punch.”
These proverbs, which have as much depth as brevity, are ones you
will probably want to reread frequently as you focus on solving prob-
lems of the moment and heading off other problems before they
develop.

Obviously directed at Air Force readers, Colonel Timmons’s
book—because of its aphoristic, anecdotal, concrete approach—will
speak to readers in other services and in many civilian organizations
and institutions as well. Shelves in the nation’s bookstores today are
groaning under the weight of “how-to” leadership books purporting
to reveal the secrets of how to succeed in one career or another. Most
do not last. Only a few stand the test of time; this promises to be one
of them.

As the Air Force increases its vital role in the new world of joint
operations, this book will become increasingly valuable for several
reasons. It reveals to readers in other services those matters peculiar
to commanding an Air Force squadron. It also shows that much of
the “stuff” of command is common to all services. Both those reve-
lations will help advance interservice unity in the new joint world.
In the world of combined operations, wherein US forces serve with
forces of other nations, this book also has a useful role. It shows in a
realistic way the basic leadership concerns of Air Force squadron
commanders. By so doing, it serves as an explanatory text to allied
officers, as a model for leadership studies, and as a conduit through
which officers of other nations may discover how remarkably similar
their problems are to ours.

A great strength of this book lies in its style.



Written in plain English, it is an easily read and digested text.
Rich in specific advice, enjoyable anecdotes, and collected proverbs
of command, it will also serve as a splendid reference, standing
ready to aid as you face the ever-shifting pressures of command
responsibility. Colonel Timmons has said that he will consider his
work successful if each reader finds just one useful bit of advice
helpful to him or her as a squadron commander. Based on that crite-
rion, Commanding an Air Force Squadron cannot miss.

One final observation is in order. General (and later Secretary of
State) George C. Marshall, an architect of the Allied victory in World
War II and author of the plan that led to European recovery after the
war, once noted how much can be done if no one worries about who
gets the credit. The author researched this book while he was a stu-
dent at the National War College and a Research Fellow at National
Defense University. Many of his NWC classmates of all services as
well as members of the Industrial College of the Armed Forces con-
tributed willingly, as did numerous other former squadron comman-
ders, who shared their experiences in interviews and letters from
around the globe. Colonel Timmons then continued work on the
book after graduation, devoting a good deal of his off-duty time to
the effort. The director and editors at the National Defense Universi-
ty Press helped refine the manuscript and prepare it for publication.
When lack of resources prevented NDU Press from continuing, the
Air University Press stepped in to publish this fine edition. All these
persons and institutions contributed to the single, nonparochial goal
of assuring that the manuscript would reach the audience for which it
was intended, an audience that will greatly benefit for many years to
come. General Marshall would be pleased. And I am sure readers

will be as well.

B. C. HOSMER, Lt Gen, USAF
Superintendent
United States Air Force Academy
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Preface

Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary defines command as
(1) to have or to exercise direct authority, (2) to give orders, (3) to be
commander, (4) to dominate as if from an elevated place. However,
as any military member can readily attest, command in the context of
the armed forces is much, much more than any dictionary could ever
describe. M‘ilitary command is unique.

The same dictionary defines squadron as a unit of the US Air
Force higher than a flight and lower than a group. Yet again, anyone
who has ever served in an Air Force squadron will tell you that it is
much more than the definition listed above—a squadron is a unique
type of military unit.

Putting the two words together, SQUADRON COMMAND has
special meaning to the Air Force because it is normally the first time
in an officer’s career that he or she gets the opportunity to exercise
command authority in the true sense of the word. Thus, this book
brings two particular military concepts together at a unique period of
an officer’s career.

Commanding an Air Force Squadron was written during the 1989-
90 academic year, at the end of the cold war and before Operations
Desert Shield and Desert Storm. By the time you may read this
book, the Air Force’s organizational structure may have changed at
various levels, including at the squadron level. Don’t let this detract
from the book—the command and leadership principles described
herein have stood and will stand the test of time and change.

A great many people deserve thanks for their help with this book.
The many former and in-place squadron commanders, who gave
freely of their time and thoughts during hours of interviews I con-
ducted gathering material for the text. My classmates of the National
War College, class of 1990, who gave me constant, enthusiastic
encouragement for this project and consistently reminded me of the
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need for this type of book. Dr Fred Kiley, head of the Research
Department at the National Defense University, for his time,
patience, excellent guidance on writing style, and tireless efforts in
finding a home for the manuscript—all of which tremendously
helped this math major actually produce a book. To everyone at the
Air University Press for their hard work in turning my manuscript
into a finished product—Dr Glenn Morton, my editor, and the entire
staff of the Production Division. Finally, my wife, Linda, and our
two daughters, Michelle and Nicole, for their love, support, help, and
understanding—all of which were absolutely critical to my ability to
complete this work, To all those mentioned above, and many more,
my heartfelt thanks for your assistance to me with this book.

’7
TIMOTHY T. TIMMONS, Col, USAF

Research Fellow
National Defense University
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Introduction

Throughout my military career, I had frequently heard squadron
commanders say their job was the best in the Air Force. 1 first
remember those words coming from Col Charles Geer, commander
of the 22d Military Airlift Squadron at Travis AFB, California, dur-
ing remarks at his farewell party in 1977. I respected this officer
very much, so I made note of his comments and tucked them away
for future reference.

Years later I learned the true meaning of these words for myself,
up close and personal. I had the honor of commanding the 450th
Flying Training Squadron at Mather AFB, California, from 6 March
1987 until 15 March 1989. Commanding an Air Force squadron is
the best job in the service—I fully concur with those who have spo-
ken those words before me.

Why is it the best job? I explain it this way: commanding a
squadron is the only time in your career when you are simultaneous-
ly close to the mission and in command. Any duty below squadron
command may be close to the mission, but the mission is being
accomplished somebody else’s way. Duty above squadron command
may involve command and doing things your way, but you are too
far removed from the mission and the people. Squadron command is
that one point in time when you have the best of both worlds!

Commanding a squadron is not an easy task—a commander is
fully involved in every aspect, nook, and cranny of the unit. The
duty encompasses every second of every day the commander holds
the unit flag; he must eat, sleep, and drink his squadron, full time.
The commander’s job is unique in the unit; no other job approaches
it in scope—the commander exists on his own “turf.”

Why a book on commanding an Air Force squadron? Because I
believe (1) the duty is special and hence the topic is worth the effort,
(2) given the opportunity to do a long research project, I wanted to
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produce a product that would be of use to many people, and (3) I feel
most new squadron commanders are not well prepared for command
when they get it. The Air Force does not have a pre-command
course like the Army or the Navy, and I have found little literature
concerning squadron command that did not cite a lot of regulations
or just quote many senior officers.

One purpose of this book is to help a new squadron commander
get acquainted with the roles and responsibilities that go along with
the job—written from the viewpoint of those who have either just
completed comme‘md tours or are still in command. Another purpose
is to give a unit commander a single source from which to gather
ideas on many topics related to squadron command. A final purpose
is to give anyone who desires it the opportunity to read how many
Junior colonels and senior lieutenant colonels viewed this challeng-
ing assignment. To gather material for this writing, I interviewed a
large number of officers who had just come off squadron command
tours, plus several more who were still in command. Like myself,
many of the officers were attending senior service school. Those
interviewed represented a wide cross-section of squadron types and
major commands. Each interview consisted of 20 questions that took
the commander through his command tour in a chronological and
topical manner. I am indebted to those who gave their time for the
interviews—each was unique and greatly added to the book.

This publication is not a regulation or manual, nor does it quote
many regulations and manuals. It does not express the official
thoughts or policy of the United States Air Force. It is not meant to
be directive in nature—all ideas and thoughts presented represent
recommendations and suggestions gathered from a vast group of
experienced officers. It is certainly not gospel!

This book does not attempt to cover every possible subject relating
to squadron command and certainly does not cover every possible
situation when discussing any one particular topic. When reading
this volume, some commanders may find that many of the topics
directly apply to themselves and their squadrons. Other commanders
may find few topics in this book that apply to their units.

I’ve tried to write this book in very plain English, with few ten-
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dollar words. It is organized both chronologically and topically in an
easy-to-follow, practical manner. The major topic groupings deal
with mission, people, and daily leadership/management issues. At
various spots throughout the book, I’ve included a series of one-lin-
ers under the heading “best advice.” These words of wisdom are
direct quotes from the commanders I interviewed in response to the
question, “What pieces of advice would you give a new commander,
based on what you feel are the most important aspects of command-
ing an Air Force squadron?”

Hopefully, you’ll find the book equally easy to read front to back
or to serve 4s a reference document for ideas on certain topics. Com-
manding an Air Force Squadron is often anecdotal in nature and con-
tains many examples of how commanders handled various situations.
My goal in writing this volume is to produce a document that can be
of use to a wide array of officers for some years to come. If a com-
mander, new or experienced, can pick up this book and get just one
or two ideas that will help him or her improve the squadron, then
I’ve accomplished my goal.

Enjoy.

xX1



Chapter 1

Critical Months

Starting off on the right foot as a squadron commander is critical
to the overall success of a command tour. This chapter starts at the
“beginning” and discusses the timeframe from when an officer is
officially nqtified of being selected to command a unit until he or she
has been in command for about three months. Experience has
proven that a commander who is “ahead of the ballgame” during this
period will stay “ahead” throughout his or her tenure.

Before Taking Over

Certain moments in an officer’s career stand out as unique or spe-
cial. Receiving the news that you’ve been selected for command is
certainly one such special moment. Most officers who have com-
manded an Air Force squadron will remember clearly how they
received the good news. During my own tour at Mather AFB, I must
have talked on the telephone thousands of times to hundreds of peo-
ple about a multitude of subjects. All of these calls have long faded
in my memory except one.

About 1500 one day in early February 1987, my secretary at the
wing standardization/evaluation division summoned me to the phone,
“Boss, the wing commander is on extension 4140 for you.” Wonder-
ing what the subject might be and remembering that the wing com-
mander had left for command headquarters at Randolph AFB earlier
that morning, I answered. He got right to the point, “Tim, this is
Colonel Collins, are you ready to take over the 450th?” I replied in
nanoseconds—“YES SIR!”—and then realized I had probably shat-
tered his eardrum. He congratulated me and explained that the wing
vice-commander would inform the key wing staff of the change of
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command. By the end of the conversation, my entire division knew
what had happened, and I was mobbed by well-wishers. They pre-
sented me a 450th Flying Training Squadron scarf, complete with my
name and “Squadron Commander” embroidered in script. They had
prepared this memento “just in case.” I was on top of the world—
now I'd be able to find out for myself if all the great things I had
heard about squadron command were true.

Most commanders will tell you how busy they became between
selection for squadron command and the actual time of their change
of command. Time management is critical during this period,
because you are pulled in many different directions. The bottom line
is that you must establish your priorities between the responsibilities
of the current duty and gathering information about the new job. As
the change of command approaches, it’s wise to slowly phase out of
the old job and devote more time to learning the new one.

All commanders and former commanders I talked with agree that
it is best to make a clean break with your prior job when taking on
the new command—to finish all the taskings and paperwork associ-
ated with your old duty before the change of command. Once the
change of command occurs, your new duty demands 100 percent of
your time. I know this was true in my case. As chief of the wing’s
standardization/evaluation division, I supervised 17 flight examiner
pilots and navigators plus an administrative staff. My departure
therefore generated several officer and enlisted performance reports,
all of which I wanted complete before the change of command. I
was fortunate because I was staying right on the same base, not
going to PCS anywhere. So, I had ample time to give these reports
the attention they deserved—time that would have been divided with
PCS concerns had I been reassigned elsewhere. I had also been
working a couple of assignments for my officers and had time to firm
those up while they still worked for me. But not everyone is so
lucky.

One commander told me that he learned of his selection for com-
mand while assigned to the Air Staff in the Pentagon. He had to pre-
pare for a short-notice overseas PCS in addition to concluding some
important Air Staff projects. Because of these circumstances, his last

2
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two months in the Pentagon were the busiest two months of his
career, leaving him with little time to gather information about his
upcoming command. He gave his Air Staff work his best effort and
assumed the new command with less information than desirable.
This dilemma is a common one for officers coming from staff assign-
ments in major command headquarters or the Pentagon. If faced
with such a situation, you may seek out someone at your current
location who has recently arrived from your future base. Additional-
ly, the telephone may be your best vehicle for information gathering
in this scenario. Most officers going overseas to take command of a
squadron myst complete performance reports—must have them
absolutely final—before departure. It is next to impossible to make
last-minute changes on reports from 9,000 miles away, and it is a
poor practice to leave behind a stack of pre-signed forms. Complet-
ing these reports early is number A1l priority before departing.

PRovERB FOR COMMAND

“Get comfortable with the squadron’s mission before
taking command.”

I asked many former squadron commanders what kind of prepara-
tion for their new unit they had accomplished before taking over.
The consensus was that, within the individual circumstances and
time available, a new commander-designate should concentrate on
the following four items in order of priority: learning the squadron’s
mission, learning about the squadron’s personnel, meeting the chain
of command above him, and understanding the role of other units on
the base.

The Mission

Lt Col John Bell, chief of the wing training division and KC-135
navigator at Robins AFB, Georgia, was selected to command the
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19th Field Maintenance Squadron at Robins. Although familiar with
the aircraft, he had never been a maintenance officer, and like many
rated officers, he had little experience working with enlisted person-
nel. John knew he had to leamn the business from scratch, so before
he took over, he went to the most knowledgeable maintenance per-
sonnel on base—the senior enlisted supervisors in his new
squadron—and had them teach him the mission. Not only did he
learn a lot about his new duty, but he also began establishing solid
relationships with some of the key people in the unit. Besides spend-
ing time with the officer he was going to replace, John consulted
with other mainten&nce squadron commanders on base to learn how
his squadron fit into the overall maintenance picture.!

Sometimes taking command of a new squadron will mean requali-
fying in a weapons system. Lt Col Bob Lawrence had previously
been a C-141 instructor pilot and an action officer on the Air Staff
when he was selected to command the 86th Military Airlift Squadron
at Travis AFB, California. Bob was able to PCS fairly quickly and
begin his requalifying program at Travis. Convinced that a flying
squadron commander should be highly competent in his weapons
system, he concentrated his efforts in this direction, staying out of
the squadron except to talk with the current commander. Bob spent
many hours hitting the books and preparing for his flight and simula-
tor missions. When he took command, he was more than fully com-
petent in the primary mission, and there’s no substitute for that in the
eyes of subordinates.?

Often, the requalification program necessitates a TDY school,
complicating the new commander’s decision on how to allocate his
time. Lt Col Mo Blackmore also placed a great deal of importance
on being a technically competent commander. Stationed in the Pen-
tagon when he learned that he would take command of the 509th
Strategic Missile Squadron at Whiteman AFB, Missouri, he had to
requalify in the Minuteman II, which meant a TDY at Vandenberg
AFB. Mo decided to PCS to Whiteman first, then travel on to Van-
denberg. This decision enabled him to meet the current commander,
the operations officer, and the senior officers on the base before his
TDY. It also enabled him to settle all the details for his family’s
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move to Missouri. Once all this was accomplished, he was able put
100 percent of his effort into the requalification program, then
assume command at Whiteman fully confident in his personal mis-
sion competence.?

Often an officer is already assigned to the unit he is going to com-
mand and hence already mission-qualified. Lt Col Ron Love, as
operations officer of the 11th Aeromedical Airlift Squadron at Scott
AFB, Illinois, was slated to take over the same unit. Once selected,
Ron began to pay particular attention to the commander’s duties and
made the most of opportunities to serve as acting commander during
the incumbent’s absence. Being fully qualified and very knowledge-
able about the unit’s operations enabled him to begin learning the
squadron’s mission from the commander’s perspective.*

The People

Gaining knowledge of your new unit’s personnel is second in
importance only to gaining knowledge of your new unit’s mission.
This doesn’t have to be a long involved process; you don’t have to
meet and talk to every member of the new squadron. When Lt Col
Ray Chapman left the Pentagon to command the 86th Flying Train-
ing Squadron at Laughlin AFB, Texas, he had to requalify in the T-38
at Laughlin. While in this necessary training, Ray decided to sit back
and just observe how squadron members went about their daily
duties. This period of concentrated observation gave him very good
insights into the strengths and weaknesses of many of the unit’s
instructor pilots.

Another former commander told me that before moving PCS, he
asked his new squadron to send him a roster of all unit personnel and
their families. Before he arrived at his new base, he attempted to
learn as many names as he could so that when he first met the
squadron members, he knew their first names, their spouses’ names,
and something about their families. It is not essential to go to such
an effort, but~—time permitting—it certainly sends a good message to
the new squadron.

Most commanders get a chance to sit down with the officers they
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are replacing and discuss mission and people. Such conferences are
highly recommended if at all possible. But one caution: while it’s
good to hear the outgoing commander’s detailed rundown on all unit
personnel, you should not prejudge everybody based on the outgoing
commander’s comments. Make a mental note of the comments, but
wait and see how the personnel perform under your command.

Some situations allow the new commander to learn about the
squadron’s mission and people at the same time. Lt Col Tom
O’Riordan was the first commander of the 37th Bomb Squadron (B-
1B) at Ellsworth AFB, South Dakota. He attended B-1B Combat
Crew Training School at Dyess AFB, Texas, with a large number of
the officers who would be assigned to this new unit. He used this
opportunity to develop solid relationships with his crewmembers and
to discuss squadron mission philosophy and goals. Upon arrival at
Ellsworth, Tom already had a big start towards forming his new
squadron.®

The Chain of Command

Command relationships are important in every Air Force unit.
Many commanders make a special effort to meet with their new
bosses before the change of command. That way, the new comman-
der knows from the start what is, and is not, important to those up the
chain of command.

Remember how Lt Col Mo Blackmore PCS’d early to his new
base before going TDY for training? Part of his plan was to meet his
chain of command early to establish a solid groundwork for the
future. Another lieutenant colonel told me that he had made a mis-
take by not taking the initiative in scheduling such a meeting. He felt
a little behind the power curve because he didn’t get a chance to sit
down with his new boss until three weeks after his change of com-
mand. A former SAC unit commander told me that because the offi-
cer he replaced had been fired, this meeting with his new boss was
important since it contained guidance concerning squadron problems.
Scheduling this meeting early enabled this commander to begin his
tenure fully aware of what had gone wrong before and in what direc-
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tion he needed to point his new squadron.

Even if you are stationed at the same base as the new squadron,
you will want to talk to your new chain of command about their
views on your new duties. This holds true even if you are not chang-
ing supervisors—your boss’s view of a squadron commander will be
different from his or her view of whatever duty you presently hold.

The Base Environment

My own preparation for taking command was fairly easy. I had
been on base for two and one-half years, had held two wing staff
supervisory positions, and had been the operations officer of the
squadron I was going to command. My predecessor and I were good
friends and usually ran together three or four times a week. I was
comfortable with the unit’s mission, its people, and the chain of com-
mand on the base. However, I was uninformed concerning many of
the other units and agencies that I would now deal with as a com-
mander. So I took the initiative and went visiting. Places like our
CBPO gave me a complete tour and package that told me everything
I’d ever want to know about their work. Their people were eager to
explain their job to me and tell how they could assist me in my
duties. I then turned things around and asked them how I, as a
squadron commander, could help them. I paid close attention to their
answers and later did everything I could to follow through. Getting to
know the lawyers at the base legal office early on also proved benefi-
cial during my command, as did talking to the key people at supply,
hospital, civil engineering, and security police.

Most commanders will verify the need to be sensitive to the situa-
tion of the departing commander. It’s probably a good idea before
the change of command to visit the new squadron only when invited
by the outgoing commander. The new commander’s presence can
inhibit the departing commander’s ability to lead, by casting him as
kind of a lame duck. One officer said that every time he went into
his new unit, a small crowd would gather, people looking to get some
early “face time” with the new boss.

One situation I was sensitive to was the squadron’s going away
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party for the outgoing commander. Even though he and I and our
wives were good friends, and I had served as his operations officer
for a while, I did not attend the function. I felt that this was his party
and my presence there would only detract from his night. I even
went so far as to contact the officer in charge of the function well
ahead of time to explain my feelings. In retrospect, I am sure this
was the proper decision.

The next assignment of the outgoing commander may make a dif-
ference in how you prepare and ease into your new duty. One former
F-15 squadron commander told me that he was very sensitive to the
fact that the officer he replaced became the assistant deputy com-
mander for operatio‘ns and remained on station for six months before
going PCS to another location. This situation made things somewhat
difficult for the new commander, because the two officers had differ-
ent operating styles.

One officer who was going “across the street” to take command of
a similar squadron said that he was very careful what he said when
asked what changes he had planned for his new unit. He felt the
need to be totally positive towards his new unit and to avoid any
comparisons with his old squadron. He also said that he felt the
worst thing he could do before the change of command would be to
talk about “turning his new unit upside down.” Therefore, even
though he had some firm ideas on future changes, he kept them to
himself until he was in charge—an attitude that can certainly do no
harm and that leaves the new commander in a position to act more
confidently once he assumes command.

What about the “art of command”; how do you “study up” for
your command duties? In the Air Force, a squadron commander usu-
ally learns how to command by commanding. We don’t place nearly
the emphasis on command training as does the Army. LTC Steve
Rippe commanded an infantry battalion in Aschaffenburg, West Ger-
many. He was informed about his command a full 18 months before
he was to take over. During this time he attended three separate
Army courses to prepare him for his command duty. These courses
stressed the nature of command and included a full-blown command
field exercise.’
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Chances are that a new Air Force squadron commander will not
receive any training close to what Steve Rippe received. However, if
you find yourself preparing for your command duty and feel uneasy
about the nature of command, there are some good books out that
can give you some insight on this topic. A couple I'd recommend
are Taking Charge: A Practical Guide for Leaders, by Maj Gen
Perry Smith, USAF, Retired, and Small Unit Leadership, by Col
Dandridge Malone, USA, Retired. A new book, Company Com-
mand: The Bottom Line, by Col John G. Meyer, Jr., USA, though
written for Army captains, is a treasure chest of tips, war stories, and
anecdotal agvice that can help any squadron commander, and, in
these days of jointness, is a useful book for your captains to read.

While we are talking about preparing for command, let’s not forget
your family. Their lives can change substantially as you take over
your new responsibilities. Your wife will inherit some work, also,
and she won’t get paid one thin dime! One former SAC squadron
commander told me that he asked a lot of questions upon arriving at
his new base concerning any spouse responsibilities so that his wife
would not get blindsided when she arrived with the kids just before
the big day. It’s a real good idea to explain fully to your wife what
you’ve learned about your new squadron as you prepare for com-
mand. Don’t forget your children either. If they are old enough to
understand, talk to them about your new duties and how your new
position may affect them.

Normally the squadron and the outgoing commander take charge
of the actual change-of-command ceremony. Customs for this day
vary greatly by command and base. I recommend that an incoming
commander ensure that he is kept abreast of details as they are
planned. A C-130 squadron commander related that his incoming
change of command took place six hours after his arrival at his new
overseas location, in flightsuits in a hangar. Being aware of this well
in advance, he was fully prepared and avoided running around at the
last minute trying to set up a new flightsuit.

New commanders usually have an opportunity to address the audi-
ence at the change-of-command ceremony. Here are a few tips:
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 Be brief.

» Thank the many people who have helped in the past.

« Lay out a general idea on where you want to lead the unit.

» Add a quick anecdote about your relationship with the outgoing
commander.

« Tell the new unit how proud you are to join their squadron.

* Be upbeat and positive.

After the change-of-command ceremony, it’s time to enjoy the

reception, party, or whatever—the hard work starts the next morning!
[

Getting Started and Setting the
Course—The First Three Months

The first three months of a new squadron commander’s tour set the
tone for his entire tenure. Most commanders agree that this time is
somewhat like a presidential “honeymoon” period, in that everyone
generally waits a few months to see how you handle your new duties
before passing any judgement on your leadership ability. To start off
on the right foot as a new commander, you may want to consider
accomplishing the following during this 90-day period:

Understanding your new position and how it affects others.
Cementing your mission knowledge and expertise.

Getting to know your personnel.

Ascertaining the “health” of your unit.

Learning how your squadron fits into the wing’s mission.
Determining the direction you want your unit to take under
your command—the squadron’s focus.

AN AN~

Your Position

You will begin to understand something about how your new posi-
tion affects others the first morning you walk into the squadron after
your change of command. It may be obvious—some units tradition-
ally call the building to attention when the commander arrives in the
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morning. It may be very subtle—unit personnel will talk to you and
even look at you in a new manner. Regardless of how you find out,
one thing you will quickly understand about your new position is that
you are no longer “one of the guys.” This realization can be a big
shock. It may take you about three to four weeks to accept the fact
that the very nature of command has separated you from everyone,
and this separation is for the good of all concerned.

Another fact a commander has to accept quickly—command is a
24-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week job that allows for less personal
freedom than most other duties. I found this true—in many ways I
was married,to the squadron. First, the squadron needed to know
where I was located during the duty day. A piece of advice—be
totally honest here with your people and instruct your squadron to be
totally honest about your location. If you are going off base to run

ProveRBS FOR COMMAND

“Its probably the first job you'll have where you must
distance yourself from your friends.”

“Commanders underestimate the threat they are.”

some personal errands, say so, you’re the boss.

Second, my freedom to gather information concerning daily occur-
rences in the unit was significantly different from that during my pre-
vious duties. As a new commander, I found that people were less
willing to come to me with bad news or problems until I could con-
vince them that when I said “open door,” I really meant it. Four TIPs
here to make this work: never shoot the messenger, never pass the
buck when a problem comes to you, even when you’ve got a million
things going, take time to talk to your people, and concentrate on
what they’re saying as if they are the most important people in the
world.

Third, the demands placed on my time by meetings, counselings,
and paperwork restricted my daily schedule. I would have preferred
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to fly as often as when I was an operations officer, but this simply
wasn’t possible. This is a tough pill to swallow. Command may
infringe on some of the more enjoyable activities you like to pur-
sue—it comes with the turf! Finally, how I conducted myself on a
day-to-day basis affected my unit. I stressed being upbeat and posi-
tive, and it rubbed off on the unit. When I received bad news, got
chewed out from above, or just plain had a bad day, I was careful in
how I reacted publicly to the situation. My having an off day should
not force everyone else to have the same type of day.

One MAC squadron commander told me he stressed professional-
ism in his position—all the way down to how he kept his office.
When he took over, he felt the upkeep on the squadron building was
something “less than perfect,” and he noticed that his predecessor’s -
office always looked like “tornado alley.” Without saying anything,
he worked at organizing and keeping his office in a neat and pre-
sentable condition. Any papers on his desk were always stacked in
an orderly fashion, his conference table was free of papers, dead
plants were removed, and chairs were arranged in a specific pat-
tern—he went “overboard” for a reason. Slowly, but surely, this
rubbed off on the rest of the unit, and the squadron building began to
look professional also.

Besides understanding how your new command position affects
unit personnel, you will likely also notice changes in your peer group
and your relationship with your boss. One former commander found
his new peer group to be the other squadron commanders on the
base. Because of the uniqueness of squadron command, the only
other officers who could fully understand and appreciate his respon-
sibilities and span of authority were other commanders. That didn’t
mean he was no longer close to his old friends, but when seeking
advice or information on certain topics or issues, he now started with
other commanders. Similarly, although his immediate supervisor did
not change when he took over a squadron, their relationship did
change. Before, as a division chief on the supervisor’s staff, he had
enjoyed a good working relationship with the boss and was an inte-
gral part of the “deputate team.” However, as a squadron comman-
der, he felt an even closer relationship with his boss because he now
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had more latitude to run his unit as he saw fit, and at the same time
was more responsible and accountable for a far greater range of
tasks. This is one difference between being “a boss” and being “a
commander.” I think Lt Col Steve Lorenz put it best: “As a squadron
commander you are the focal point of a living  organism”—every-
thing revolves around and points towards your actions. You are the
vital link between all other wing organizations and every single indi-
vidual in your unit.8

This being the case, once you understand your role and the idea
that you now work in a “glass house,” how do you act in this envi-
ronment? The best solution here is perhaps the simplest one—you
don’t change!‘ One of the best pieces of advice I ever received came
from my wing commander, who told me not to change how I worked
because I was now a squadron commander. He said that what I had

PRrRoOVERB FOR COMMAND

“Don’t change—you wouldn’t be in command if you
didn’t deserve it.”

done to get me to this position would keep me in good stead during
my command. He also told me not to attempt to command like my
predecessor, but to run the squadron as I saw fit. When I thought
about it, this advice made perfectly good sense—the powers that be
obviously liked my performance or they wouldn’t have given me a
squadron, so there was no reason to change and all the more reason
to continue to be myself.

The Mission

Gen Curtis E. LeMay once said, “Three things are important, the
mission . . . the mission . . . the mission!” I think all commanders

13
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will agree the bottom line for any military unit is its ability to per-
form its mission in peacetime or wartime. Your squadron’s ability to
accomplish any tasking can greatly depend on your personal exper-
tise or knowledge of the mission. Although you may have an opera-
tions officer or chief supervisor whose primary duty is specifically to
oversee the unit mission, as commander you are responsible for the
mission. Every single commander I interviewed agreed that the best
method to command a unit’s misston is simply to “lead the way and
be out front” as much as possible. All of them ranked understanding
the mission “cold” at the top of any list of a commander’s priorities.
As Colonel O’Riordan put it, “Solid technical competence on the
commander’s part’gives him the freedom to lead.”

Sometimes this means completing an upgrade or special qualifica-
tion program. If so, completing the program early in your tour as
commander will prove beneficial. Leading the way can also mean
occasionally taking on some of the less pleasant taskings such as
alert duties, Friday night flights, or even tedious meetings where you
could have sent someone else. Colonel Blackmore periodically
pulled a 24-hour Minuteman II tour in the hole. He didn’t have to do
this, but to him leading the way was personally doing the same mis-
sion he asked his people to perform.!°

A commander also needs to understand that some circumstances
will prevent him or her from performing every mission that his or her
people perform. A rated officer who has taken over a maintenance
squadron cannot reasonably be expected to possess the same knowl-
edge and expertise as the senior supervisors. Realizing he was in this
exact circumstance, Colonel Bell gained his knowledge of the unit
mission by constantly getting out of his office and “talking mission”
with everyone 1n his squadron—from his supervisors and superinten-
dents on down to his young airmen on the flight line. He felt it was
important to get out early during his command and learn the mission
from his troops, at all times of the day and the night.!!

Colonel Lawrence had a solid working knowledge of the C-141
airlift business when he took over his unit at Travis. What he needed
to understand better was specifically how his particular squadron
performed its mission. To this end, he requested a series of briefings

14
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from his unit’s sections where he let his people teach him the local
specifics.'?

A solid working knowledge of the mission means knowledge not
only at your level as commander or your subordinates’ level but also
mission knowledge as it relates to your boss. The best way to gain
this type of  knowledge—how your boss views your mission—is
talking to him or her in some detail about the subject. One comman-
der related how she scheduled herself on her boss’s calendar the first
week after taking command just for the purpose of learning exactly
how he viewed the mission of her squadron. She ranked this as one

of the smarter moves she made as commander.
/]

PROVERBS FOR COMMAND

“Technical competence gives the commander the free-
dom to lead.”

“Know your technical skills to start with, people look up
to you.”

Your People

Most commanders will tell you that knowing your people ranks on
the same level as knowing the unit’s mission. Not only does the
commander have to be knowledgeable on the strengths and weak-
nesses of unit personnel relative to mission accomplishment but also
relative to their Air Force careers and, to some degree, their personal
lives. Knowledge of each individual’s mission ability will help the
commander fully understand the squadron’s overall capability.
Knowledge of individual strengths and weaknesses relative to a suc-
cessful career and individual desires is important because the com-
mander is the unit’s career focal point. Finally, a general knowledge
of his or her people’s personal lives will allow the commander to
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avert potential problems that can negatively influence mission
accomplishment. None of this is an easy chore.

Firsthand observation is the best way to get to know your people’s
ability to perform the mission. Many flying squadron commanders
make it a point to fly with as many of their crewmembers as possible.
To augment this type of observation, commanders actively seek the
opinion of key squadron supervisors regarding individual perfor-
mance; the commander cannot be everywhere. One commander told
me he could get a feel for people’s ability to perform the mission just
by talking to them about it. He never specifically quizzed individu-
als about their duties, but rather preferred to walk around his
squadron and get into group discussions about the mission. This not
only got him out of the office and around the unit, but it also enabled
him to see how unit personnel interacted with each other.

Commanders place a premium on taking care of their people’s mil-

ProverB FOR COMMAND

“Quickly find out what makes the squadron tick.”

itary careers. To best accomplish this, a commander needs to know
two things—the individual’s record and the individual’s desires.
These two items, coupled with performance, should enable a com-
mander to guide and counsel his people effectively and honestly.
Getting a good handle on an individual’s record and current perfor-
mance can usually be accomplished during the first three months of
command. Getting to know everyone’s desires will normally take
longer.

One former SAC squadron commander explained how he accom-
plished this task. When he set out to learn the background of his
squadron members, the first thing he decided upon was exactly what
things he needed to know from their records. Next, he went to the
CBPO to look at the records, usually for about an hour at a time,
until he eventually had reviewed each squadron member’s (officer
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and enlisted) folder. While there, he made out for each person a
chart that included the information he wanted readily available—var-
ious service dates, past assignments, past performance reports and
notes on other items such as photos, Form 90s, and educational and
PME background. He then ordered up a personnel brief on each
squadron member from the CBPO and made up a notebook that con-
tained the brief and his chart on every member of the squadron. He
kept this notebook in his desk drawer, next to the telephone, at all
times.

Finally, to show his people he was interested in their careers and
performance, he and his operations officer revamped their squadron
manning boards. Both boards were your basic wiring-diagram depic-
tion of the unit organization with names of every squadron member
filled in. On the commander’s board were added color-coded sym-
bols indicating each person’s date of rank, educational level, and
PME (squadron, intermediate, senior) level. The operations officer’s
board had symbols depicting individual mission qualifications
(instructor, step grade) and upgrades. The offices were arranged
such that with doors open, the commander could talk on the tele-
phone or to someone in his office and read both boards.

Once the squadron personnel saw that the commander was active-
ly interested in their careers and performance, they took an added
interest themselves. The boards were not there to promote competi-
tion among squadron members, but rather to give the commander a
better view of each individual and the squadron as a whole.

Unit “Health”

Getting to know individuals in your new squadron is usually easier
than getting a firm handle on “unit morale.” Many commanders tell
me they believe the best way to ascertain unit morale is to talk to as
many people as possible in their workplace, seeking out those certain
“key” individuals who always have a grasp on what’s going on. One
commander related how soon after taking command of his unit, he
had a “gut feel” that there were problems with his unit’s morale. He
went to a fellow, highly experienced squadron commander for
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advice. This other commander was well aware of the problems and
how they had developed. He offered good advice on how to remedy
the situation.

Many times a new commander will inherit a squadron that per-
forms its mission well and has high morale. Shortly after taking over
such a unit, one lieutenant colonel told his entire squadron he knew
they were good and that he would adapt to the unit first before mak-
ing any adjustments to fit his style as time went on. This was very
well received and he quickly gained the confidence of his supervi-
sors. Most former commanders agree that changing things right
away just for the sake of change is not a good idea.

Other new commanders inherit squadrons in trouble. I learned
how one commander took over a squadron with $8.00 in the unit
fund, without a commander’s call in eight months, and facing a
major mission change in the next six months. Believing he had no

PROVERB FOR COMMAND

“Don’t go in with bugles blaring, but leave with them.”

“90-day honeymoon period,” he acted quickly. After obtaining some
basic guidance from his boss, he held a commander’s call where he
laid out some specific goals for the squadron and committed himself
to get involved personally in each member’s career, something his
predecessor had not done. He then stated that he wanted to meet
with all the senior supervisors in the squadron to plan out courses of
action to attain the stated goals. The severity of the problems forced
him to act quickly, but his method of approaching the situation won
him the confidence and respect of his people.

Some squadrons may not be in severe trouble but may be “down”
for one reason or another. I heard of one squadron that was in great
shape except for its facility. This squadron was functioning well and
unit morale was high, but many members felt the building was a dis-
grace. So, the new commander put this on top of his priority list,
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worked closely with the civil engineering commander and finally ini-
tiated a good self-help program that turned his building into one of
the best on base. This improved unit morale and positively influ-
enced mission performance.

The Wing’s Mission

No squadron in the Air Force can successfully perform its mission
alone; every unit requires help or support from other units and agen-
cies on the base. Gaining an early understanding of how the
squadron flts into the overall wing mission will help the commander
lead his or her unit. Many commanders tell me that their indoctrina-
tion on this subject began during their first meeting with their wing
commander and continued as they met the other unit commanders on
the base.

One commander related how he visited most every unit on base
during the first three months of his command. Some visits were just
courtesy calls and none lasted over an hour. These were designed to
give him a working knowledge of the other units and how his
squadron interacted with them. He found this knowledge very helpful
during the next two years, especially when he encountered specific
problems and knew exactly where to turn for help. He also related
that the knowledge of how the wing functioned helped him put his
unit’s mission in proper perspective and helped him better explain
certain taskings to his troops in terms of the “big picture.”

Setting the Direction

Towards the end of these first three months of command, most
new commanders have gained a good understanding of their
squadron’s mission, people, and place in the wing. At this point they
should begin thinking about setting the direction they want their
squadron to follow. A couple of former commanders told me they
felt it necessary to develop and implement a game plan quickly
because any long delay would result in their never personally realiz-
ing any results.
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One former commander of a very selectively manned unit empha-
sized what was important to him and set the squadron in a direction
to do things his way. The squadron had been doing a good job in the
past, but he felt that they were not being responsive to the needs of
the major command. He also sensed that the squadron members felt
they were in more of a “fraternity” than a military unit. Under these
circumstances he set down fairly concrete directions to make the
squadron more accountable to the MAJCOM and to change the atti-
tude of the personnel. At first, these changes were not popular with-
in the squadron and there was some initial resistance, but the new
commander stucksto his guns and ended up with the support of
everyone.

A former SAC missile squadron commander related how his main
thrust was to establish pride within his unit. The unit had experi-
enced some problems in the past but had been doing much better in
the months just before he took over as commander. However, they
were used to being “in the basement” and seemed content with their
status on base—inertia had set in. To promote pride and self-respect,
the commander specifically showed the unit members how they now
compared favorably with the other units on evaluations and other
areas of mission accomplishment. He finally convinced his people
that they deserved better, and that the best way to rise to the top was
to establish unit pride and work hard at being recognized for their
accomplishments. This direction worked—the squadron was recog-
nized as the best in the wing the next year.

Another commander of a training squadron related that he would
first get his squadron members to “buy into” his overall game plan
before formally instituting changes. Early in his command he recog-
nized a span of control problem and felt it wise to increase the num-
ber of squadron flights. Instead of dictating this change, he asked the
squadron members for some advice concerning the possible organi-
zational change. He already knew the answer would come back pos-
itive because it meant more flight commanders and other supervisory
positions, but he wanted the squadron to feel a part of the decision.
He also wanted to know if there were any potential problems with
these moves that he might have overlooked. The unit personnel were
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very much in favor of the moves, and after receiving the positive
feedback, the commander instituted the changes that improved mis-
sion effectiveness and unit morale.

Many commanders set the direction for their squadron by what I
call “focusing” the unit on certain priorities. I used the word focus a
great number of times when talking to my squadron, mostly in rela-
tion to ensuring that they concentrated their efforts on the unit mis-
sion. As a navigator-training squadron commander, I wanted our
predominant focus to be on student training, the basic mission. I
strongly felt this primary focus should be far above all other efforts
of the squadron, and I wanted training to occupy the vast majority of
our resources. This wasn’t easy in a training environment where
many other wing and command programs occupy much of the com-
mander’s, operations officer’s, and flight commander’s time, but I
insisted that the actual student training remain on top of our pile of
taskings. I preached this philosophy to anyone who would listen and
also placed the mission first in my daily activities. This meant we
might fall a little behind elsewhere, but I had set a specific path for
my unit to follow.

Colonel O’Riordan was able to establish a new B-1B squadron and
had a free shot at setting unit focus and direction. His entire unit
worked on a “Tiger Plan” that would serve as the basic written plan
for the broad spectrum of squadron activities. Within this plan, he
emphasized three items—mission, safety, and people recognition—
this set the direction and priorities for the new squadron.'3

Some new commanders feel the need to continue the squadron in
the current direction with only a few minor adjustments. One MAC
unit commander wanted to emphasize the mission a little more and
make the work environment more comfortable for his C-141 crews.
Basically, he strove to make flying enjoyable again and then used the
mission to build unit cohesion. To accomplish this, he stressed the
positive, fun aspects of military flying and de-emphasized, where
possible, the more unpleasant aspects that go along with the mission.

Other new commanders tell me they picked specific portions of
the mission to emphasize early during their command tour. Colonel
Chapman focused his T-38 squadron squarely on safety. Flying
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sometimes more than 200 sorties a day, many of them student solos,
Ray felt the need to review mission safety continuously. As the com-
mander, he emphasized “stepping back, getting out of the forest,
climbing up on the hill, looking around, and evaluating what’s going
on concerning flying safety.” There was no doubt where Ray Chap-
man was focused.!'4

Lol Bill Welser, who commanded a C-141 squadron at McGuire
AFB, New Jersey, focused a portion of his attention towards the con-
duct of his unit’s internal business. One of the first changes he made
was to give his sypervisors a chance to supervise and not be micro-
managed by the commander. He emphasized to his entire unit the
concept of solving problems inside the squadron as opposed to taking
them up the chain to his boss. When faced with difficulties, he urged
everyone to “be part of the solution, not part of the continuing prob-
lem.” These directions were all designed to improve the unit’s inter-
nal operations.!>

Sometimes the commander sees the need to direct his squadron
outward. A former C-130 squadron commander at Little Rock AFB,
Arkansas, needed to enhance his young unit’s self-confidence. To
achieve this, he developed a large public relations effort to get the
accomplishments of his unit and its members recognized by the wing
and local community. He used the base and community newspapers
not only to publicize the achievements of unit members but also to
educate the public on his squadron’s operation. Once this program
was fully implemented, he saw a marked improvement in the
squadron’s confidence and performance.

Most of the examples I’ve just discussed were fairly broad in
scope; some commanders may want to be very specific when setting
direction and goals for their unit. Colonel Rippe set three goals for
his infantry battalion, each critical to mission accomplishment: (1)
be able to roll into their tactical assembly area flawlessly, (2) meet all
high Army gunnery standards, and (3) meet all critical standards on
every inspection. He set these goals shortly after taking command
and enacted a few internal changes to help achieve the goals, all
within his first five weeks. Steve is very action-oriented and believes
that the time to fix a problem is now. '
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CRITICAL MONTHS

Two of the officers I interviewed had already helped set their
squadron’s direction while serving as operations officer and mainte-
nance superintendent. They did not feel a need to set any new direc-
tion since they were perfectly happy with the current focus of the
squadron.

Another commander had a much tougher road to travel. He was
very happy with his unit’s current direction, but the Air Force was
about to significantly alter the unit’s mission. His focus then turned
to planning for the upcoming mission change, ensuring it came off
smoothly wjth no loss of readiness or effectiveness.

The toughest road to travel is setting the direction of a unit that is
really in trouble. Often a new commander discovers many reasons
why the squadron is failing. A few guidelines for this type of situa-

ProvERBS FOR COMMAND

“Decide your focus and how to get there.”

“Provide guidance on fundamental goals and prioritize
these goals.”

“You need a general philosophy and overall goal.”

tion: (1) seek out and emphasize the good points to give people a
hope for the future, (2) believe your instincts and don’t be afraid to
make significant changes, (3) listen to your boss’s guidance, and (4)
do not hesitate to fire people when necessary, but do so as a last
resort.

Within the first three months of their command tour, all of the
commanders mentioned in this chapter learned that (1) they were the
focal point for the unit, (2) all squadron personnel looked to them for
direction, and (3) a squadron needs a leader out front, not a manager
behind a desk.
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Chapter 2

The Mission—Top Priority

The squadron’s primary mission needs to be a commander’s num-
ber one prigrity. There are many factors that affect a unit’s ability to
perform its mission effectively. This chapter focuses on three mis-
sion-oriented topics: a commander’s relationship with his peers and
his boss, how a commander can build unit cohesion, and an “old
favorite,” inspections. These subjects may be diverse, but the com-
mon thread of the unit’s mission runs through all three.

Command Relationships—Your Peers and Your Boss

With regard to unit effectiveness, these relationships are as impor-
tant as those internal to the squadron. A single squadron is one of
many in the wing or base structure—few units can perform their mis-
sion in isolation; cooperation among units is essential to success in
the military. Furthermore, one of a commander’s key jobs is to over-
see Interactions with activities outside the unit, thus allowing the
squadron members freedom to accomplish the mission internally. A
sharp commander acts as a combination giant shield and thick
sponge—reflecting, absorbing, and filtering external inputs to the
squadron, enabling everyone else to go about their business. We’ll
start with the other squadron commanders on base.

Your Peers

The moment you take command of a squadron your peer group
changes and shrinks considerably. Besides no longer being “one of
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the guys” in the unit, you are no longer one of the guys around base.
The full impact of this second change is not as readily apparent as
the first change, but sooner or later, you’ll get the picture. This
change isn’t necessarily good or bad, its just part of your new turf.

Lt Col Bob Lawrence explained it best: “The other squadron com-
manders on base are the only guys who know what you’re going
through at the moment.”! Squadron command is unique; you almost
have to experience it to full